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Foreword 


Many formal projects start off as informal endeavors or spur-of-the- 
moment happenings. Such was the case of the Hang-Em High model gallows. 

An article on the subject of hanging was being researched for Vigilante 
Magazine and a search had begun, hopefully, to find suitable photographs 
and drawings depicting how a gallows was constructed. Only a small amount 
of information was available, as hanging seemed to be a scarcely documented 
subject. 

What information that was recorded raises doubt that there ever was 
such a thing as a standard design. While generally similar, gallows were 
usually the result of local expertise using available materials. A lot of hang- 
ings were rather impromptu get-togethers without a lot of forethought. The 
‘“‘gallows,’? many times, simply consisted of a tree, telegraph pole or maybe a 
make-shift scaffold. The condemned was either pushed off, pulled out from 
under, or hoisted up with the end (literally) results ranging from long 
strangulation to having their head jerked off. 

Whether hanging had any scientific beginning or just came about 
because trees and ropes were plentiful, could not be fully determined. How- 
ever, the fact remains that a properly prepared and placed noose, together 
with the right drop, will break and displace just the right vertebrae to stop 
nerve control of the heart and lungs, 

With the tid-bits of information that were found, a scale model was 
constructed for photographic purposes. A scale of approximately 1/6 was 
chosen (2” = 1 ft.) because of the akundance of dolls that measure from 10”’ 
to 12” tall — after all, what good is a gallows if you don’t hang someone! 
For our model, a G.I. Joe doll was used. To avoid any disrespect for his 
military heritage, he was outfitted in prison garb and a black hood, made by 
cutting the toe from an old black sock, was placed over his head. 

The finished model attracted so much interest, together with many 
request for plans, that this plans book was published. The Hang-Em High 
model gallows is fun to build and, once complete, is a sure fire conversation 
piece regardless of where displayed. 
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Historical Background 


JUSTICE IN THE OLD WEST 


‘Hung by the neck until dead.”” How many 
times, in our past history, have these words rung 
out in court rooms across our nation? Many a con- 
demed man met his maker via this method of capi- 
tal punishment, which, if to no one else, was at 
least a deterent to his ever committing another 
crime. 

In smaller and less sophisticated communities 
hangings were a less common occurance and when 
they did take place they were crude and many 
times extremely painfull to the person being hung. 

If a condemed man was “‘lucky”’ he was exe- 
cuted in style at a larger prison or county seat 
where a “professional hangman” presided. One 
such professional found that (after much expen- 
ence) he could cause almost instant death by insur- 


ing a broken neck to the man being hung. 

His trick was this; he found that many men 
were very tense when they were about to be hung 
and would physically resist having their necks 
broken by tensing the muscles of their necks. As a 
result they would sometimes gag and kick for 10 
minutes or more before expiring. To remedy this 
our “pro”? would prearrange a signal with his 
associate on the trip lever and procede by placing a 
hood over the head of the condemed man. With 
the noose in place he would ask the man if he 
could see out of the hood and to simply answer by 
nodding or shaking his head. This movement of his 
head was a signal to the man at the trip lever to 
pull. Invariably a broken neck and instant death 
resulted. 


Over the years excution by hanging has evolv- 
ed into an art. The knot tied properly and placed 
just behind the left ear; the correct amount of 
drop; the placement of the hood; tying of the 
hands, arms and legs, etc. What a far cry from the 
slip knot around the neck, rope over a tree limb 
and a short walk off the back of a buckboard. 

One such crude hanging took place in a small 
town in the Southwest in the late 1800’s to a 
woman (who said there wasn’t equal rights?) of all 
people. This lady in question was convicted of 
murder and sentenced to be executed by hanging. 
When the eventful day came the nervous sheriff, 
whose duty it was to be executioner, took. his 
lady prisoner to the local hanging tree, stood her 
up on the back of his buckboard and placed the 
slip knot around her neck. Asking if she had any 
last remarks he proceded to carry out his task by 
whipping the team away, causing the lady to fall 
from the buckboard. 

With this done he turned around to witness 
the the final moments of the execution. To his 
embarassment the lady was pulling herself up the 
rope, hopfully to freedom — he had forgotton to 
tie her hands! He then added to an already bad 
situation by grabbing her by the legs and trying 
to pull her down. He was stopped by some of the 
witnesses who were both amused and horrified 
at the shefiff’s stupidity. She was cut down and, 
after some deliberation, was finally and properly 
hung that afternoon. 
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FFENDERS IN THIS TOWN 


Things don’t always work out right, even 
when more professionally done. 

Take the case of the fellow who lost his head 
(literally) over his hanging. So much time had 
elapsed from the time of his capture and trial to 
the date of excution that he gained an excessive 
amount of weight. Someone forgot to account for 
this when they figured out his length of drop and 
pop goes the head. Needless to say it was a bloody 
mess. 

A similar occurance took place in Arizona in 
1930 to a condemed woman. Unknown to those 
concemed her neck vertebrae had been weakened 
by a social disease aquired years before. Her neck 
was simply too weak to support her body weight 
and when the trap was sprung her head was pulled 
off. Although death was instant, it did present a 
rather gory spectacle which gave the do-gooders all 
the fuel they need to launch a long crusade against 
the death penalty in Arizona. 

The techniques of a “‘proper hanging’’ were 
usually transmitted verbally or by other informal 
communications. When the official, whose job 
also included serving as executioner, finally had a 
hanging to perform he usually sought help from 
someone more knowledgeable than himself. Such a 
case is well documented in the letter from the 
warden of San Quentin to the sheriff in Silver 
City, New Mexico. The sheriff had a hanging to 
do and apparently sought the expertise of someone 
more knowledgeable. 
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CALIFORNIA STATE PRISON 
at San Quentin 
J. A. Johnston, Warden 


April 26, 1916 


Hon. H. J. McGrath 
Sheriff of Grant County 
Silver City, New Mexico 


Dear Sir: 

Per request of your letter, I am shipping you two ropes by Wells Fargo 
Express, duplicate of this letter being enclosed therewith. 

Answering your request for information I would advise as follows; Pre- 
suming you have your gallows up’ and your trap ready to spring, measure 
on the gallows, from the floor up, the height of the man to be executed. 
Subtract the distance from the top of his head to the butt of his left ear. 
From there down you figure your drop. If you had given the height of each 
man, I could have told you what the drop would be in each case. 

A man that stands 5 feet 7 inches in height and weighs 175 pounds will 
require 4 feet 11 inches drop. If his height is 5 feet 9 or 10 inches, he re- 
quires 5 feet 4 inches drop. 

A man 5 feet 7 inches in height and weighing 125 pounds requires a 
5 foot 8 inch drop. 

When you have figured where the butt of the man’s ear will be while 
standing on the trap, tie a piece of string across the gallows at that height. 
Then measure from the bottom of the knot (after you make your loop 
about four (4) inches in diameter — which is the size of a man’s neck after 
he drops through the trap), to whatever the length of drop you are to give 
him; tie a string on the rope, and when you tie your rope on the beam of 
your gallows, see that the string on the rope is up to the string across the 
gallows, and you have your drop. 

Strap the man’s hands straight down on his sides, so his elbows will not 
strike against the sides of the trap as he drops through. 

Strap him on the trap. One man places the noose over his head, the 
knot behind his left ear. Another places the black cap on. Another buckles a 
strap below his knees. The noose is drawn with a quick pull as tight as pos- 
sible, and the trap is sprung. 

Get your rope working easily through the knot by rubbing a little 
mutton tallow on it. Avoid getting any kinks on your noose, as they will 
cause the body to spin around when you drop it. 


Very truly yours, 
J. A. Johnston, Warden 


PS. These ropes are gratis. 


General Information 


The selection of wood is limited to three dif- 
ferent basic sectional dimensions and one thickness: 
1” x 2” (actual dimensions are 3/4” thick x 1 1/2” 
wide); 3/4” square (if not readily available in your 
locality, make by ripping a 1 x 2 in half); 1/4” 
thick x 3/4’ wide strips. The remaining lumber 
required is for the 1/4” thick floor planking which 
can be any width. 


A very nicely finished model will result if the 
following suggestions are followed: Use a radial, 
table or hand miter box to cut all of the pieces. All 
angle cuts are either 30°, 45°, or 60°. Pre-drill all 
nail holes (in entry piece) and all screw holes to 
prevent wood from splitting. Use a good wood glue 
(such as Elmer’s) to secure all joints. Take your 
time and study the plans and photos before you 
start and, above all, select and use good quality 
wood, straight grained and knot free. 


After completing the model, you will want to 
add a stain and finish to enhance the beauty of 
your handy work. It is recommended that your 
finished model have a dark stain and sealer applied, 
followed by a coat of semi-gloss, liquid plastic, 
varnish substitute. 


When you have familiarized yourself with the 
plans and assembly procedure, it is recommended 
that you start by cutting all the pieces to length 
and sanding to the finish you desire. (you may 
wish a smooth finish or a more realistic, rough 
finish). Then match the pieces to be joined and 
pre-drill nail holes. Care should be taken when drill- 
ing because you will find nails will be entering 
some pieces from two or even three directions. 
Note this and space nail holes properly to clear 
each other. 
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MARKED LINES 


Saw Cuts — Make all saw cuts so that the cut 
leaves the exact dimension per details. 


MATERIAL LIST 


MATERIAL QUANTITY 
Leo Sane Wie: . am Pal. eae Oe es De ee oe ee 12 feet 
a AC UB WORE ea 0% cancun. es es eta eee ne ee oa 48 feet 
D4. 0, Peer NEOLO nae RT L.. a.h aire Site mic eueten a 1e at suelo ce ne 3 feet 
4 le Piney GIGS Erin ©... 0. Okt: Motes ee ee eae 38 feet 
PG Seely ee PIE esa! «is asus, aunt nome late nea = eee ee Approx. 100 
Box Ne =a to ORR... ds ce. so Re Oe ee eee Approx. 75 
Hie Wah al) seeet eae Ge. co ers Meets Soy Sar cecneenene sake Approx. 50 
Round Head Wood Screw — No. 4x 11/4” Long ...............0... 3 
SUSE AG: VARI EE eRe ce eR oo oe Se, we man's “a gee SNA eee of lion, Ae anes ai 
Hinge: 2 132" Narrow-Buthi witieserews) .c.65; .ct pete dette oe ee es me 


Wood Glue (Elmer’s or Equivalent) 


Fishing Sinker Weight (2 to 4 oz.) ... 


eT eh ee 1 
merew love (MOMUIM SIZE). «cack © aoe em, oe x ace ee een cae reeves 2 
Fish Line or Strong String (for counter weight) .................. 2 feet 


Noose Rope (fish line, heavy twine or drapery pull cord)........... 4 feet 


Assembly Procedure 


1. TRAP DOOR — Cut pieces per details and 
assemble as shown. Build the frame first, keeping 
it as square as possible. Attach planking made from 
1/4” thick molding strips. Use nails and glue to 
hold in place. Remember to pre-drill nail holes to 
keep wood from splitting. Attach the latch guide, 
keeping it flush with the outside of the frame. 
When complete, set aside and go to the next step. 
For reference refer to Figures: 1 & 2 


LATCH GUIDE 


FIGURE 2 


TRAP DOOR ASSEMBLY 


FIGURE 3 


2. LEVER MECHANISM — The lever mech- 
anism may appear complicated but really isn’t. Cut 
out all pieces per details and drill all holes exactly 
as shown. Screw clearance holes (three required) 
should be just large enough to pass the body of the 
screw. The pivot nail clearance holes (four required) 
should only be large enough to pass the body of 
the nail and not the head. All the parts attach in 
the same sequence as shown in the assembly draw- 
ing in Figure: 6 

When attaching the latch bar to the cross bar 
block, (pre-drill starter hole for screw, making sure 
to clear block attachment nails) tighten screws 
down to where the two pieces move freely but 
without excessive play. 

Attach latch to latch bar and lever to cross 
bar with pivot nails. Pre-bend nails as shown in 
Figure: 4 

Insert pre-bent nail thru holes and complete 
bending. Bend across grain of wood, making sure 
that sufficient clearance remains as shown in 
Figure: 5 


When completed, set aside and go on to next step. 
For references see Figures: 3.4.5 & 6 
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3. BASE FRAME — Assemble frame as shown. 
Again pre-drill nail holes. Mark locations of all 
front and rear vertical beams, as well as the main 
vertical beams. Do not drill holes in frame for main 
vertical beams, as they will attach from the inside. 
When done, set aside and go on to the next step. 
For reference see Figures: 9 


4, PLATFORM FRAMING — Note: The two 
longer frame members are 26 1/4”’ long. The basic 
frame is assembled in this manner: Attach the latch 
guide to bottom side of front trap door support 
joist. See Figure: 7 & 8 Mark location of support 
joists on the two inner 18 1/4’ long cross beams 
and pre-drill nail holes and attach the support 


FIGURE 8 


joists. Lay this part of the frame down so that it 
matches the assembly view and mark the location 
of the lever pivot screw hole and latch bar pivot 
screw hole and pre-drill starter holes for these 
screws. 

Now lay the two 26 1/4” long members 
down on a flat surface and then lay the 18 1/4” 
long cross beams in their proper postion and pre- 
dnl the nail holes in the cross beams. Note that 
the 26 1/4” long beams are set back 3/4” to allow 
room for the front and rear verticals. See Figure: 

Complete this part of the assembly by nailing 
the cross beams in place, keeping them as square as 
possible. Set aside and go on to the next step. 

For reference see Figures: pages 14 & 15 


FIGURE 7 
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5. FRONT & REAR VERTICAL BEAMS — The 
front verticals are 13 1/4’ long and attach flush to 
the top of the 18 1/4” long cross beams as shown 
in Figures: 10 The rear verticals are 20” long 
and are 13 1/4” from top of the cross beam to 
bottom. Now procede to the next step. 

For reference see Figures: pages 14 & 15 


6. BASE TO FRAME — Lay frame, completed 
in step 5, on its top (over the edge of table or work 
bench) and nail the base to the front and rear 
verticals, using the pre-drilled holes and marked 
locations. Check for squareness. If you are having 
any problems with squareness at this time you may 
clamp the base to a flat surface and gently force 
the frame into square and prop it that way until 
the glue is dry. Now procede to the next step. 

For reference see Figures: 95 & 26 


7. TRAP DOOR ATTACHMENT — With the 
main frame laying upside down on a table or work 
bench with the rear vertical beams over the edge as 
shown in Figure: 11 , lay the trap door in the 
opening provided in the center of the platform, so 
that the latch guides are aligned and there is clear- 
ance all around the trap door. Spot the hinges on 
the trap door and support joists, then pre-drill all 
screw pilot holes. Set the hinges as far apart as 
possible and also be sure that the door opens from 
the front and pivots to the rear. Now attach the 
hinges with the screws provided. 

With this done go to the next step. 

For reference see Figures: 11, 12 - pages 14 & 15 
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FIGURE 12 


i 


8. TRAP DOOR LATCH MECHANISM 

ATTACHMENT — At this point you will 
gain more by studying the accompanying photo- 
graphs and drawings than words can convey. 

Keep the frame as it was in Step 7 except 
allow for room to attach the lever thru the plat- 
form level. Start by inserting the latch thru both 
guides. Study Figure: 15 Now install the latch bar 
pivot screw and spacer as shown in Figure: 6 
Do not overtighten as the parts must be free to 
move. Next attach the lever with its washer 
(between lever and 18 1/4” long beam) with the 


lever pivot screw. Do not overtighten this screw 
either. When you have completed this assembly, 
you will find that a small amount of lever travel 
will trip the trap door. You may have to tighten 
or loosen the screws and pivot nails of the latch 
mechanism to get the most positive movement 
with the least amount of slop in this assembly. 
The mechanism should trip the door free and easy 
with little or no play in all parts. After you are 
satisfied with the working of these parts you may 
procede to the next step. 

For reference see Figures: 13,14, 15, 16 — 


—pages 14 &15 


FIGURE 13 
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FIGURE 15 
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9. MAIN VERTICAL BEAMS AND 

CROSS BAR — Refer to the basic frame as 
shown in Figure: 25 then attach the main vertical 
beams per the dimensions given and nail from the 
inside. Attach cross bar and braces as shown. 
Remember to pre-drill all nail holes. You may now 
procede to the next step. 
For reference see Figures: 16, 17,19 & 25 


10.. RAILS — For a clean appearance, rails should 
be miter cut at 45° where they join at corners and 
have nail holes pre-drilled. Nail side rails down -to 


the rear verticals and from the inside to the main 
vertical beams. When completed procede to next 
step. For reference see Figures: 9 25 & 26 


11. ANGLE SUPPORTS — Angle supports should 
fit snug and tight. Loose fitting supports will de- 
tract from the overall appearance of the completed 
model and should be replaced or recut to fit nicely. 
Attach by nailing from under side of base and thru 
top of platform level. Now go to next step. 

For reference see Figure: 18 
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12. STAIRS — Stair supports may best be cut 
using a miter box with a saw cut depth attachment, 
radial or table saw. In any case you will find the 
full size pattern helpful in laying out the stairs. 
Just cut out the pattern and trace the step cuts 
onto the support and start cutting. Check all step 
slots to assure that they are the proper width for 
the step pieces. Lay down the left side support 
with the step cuts facing upward. Apply a small 
amount of glue to each cut. Insert steps per step 
assembly view in Figure: 22 Next apply a small 
amount of glue to the right side support step slots, 


STAIR 
SUPPORTS 


IBY 


then fit the step into the right side. The steps 
should be flush to the front of the supports. Be 
careful to assure that the steps are even and 
straight, then allow to dry. 

You may attach the steps in a permanent 
manner by gluing and nailing to the main frame or 
use dowels to support the stairs to allow them to 
be easily removed, allowing for storage or trans- 
porting. After completing this step go on to the 
next one. 

For reference see Figures: 20, 21, 22 
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138. PLATFORM PLANKING — Add platform 
planking now. Use 1/4” thick molding strips. They 
can usually be obtained in widths ranging from 1”’ 
to 1 1/2”’. Cut notches to clear all vertical beams. 
Depending upon the width of planks used, some 
notching may be necessary around the trap 
opening. Now procede to the next step. 


14. LATCH TRAVEL STOP — This feature is 
optional. If you elect to add an overtravel stop 
for the trap latch you can do so as follows: Turn 
your finished model over on its side and work 


the latch mechanism. When the latch has fully 
cleared the trap door, simply mark the position 
of the rear of the latch on the planking above and 
glue a small block of wood to this mark. 


15. TRAP OPENING WEIGHT — Another 
optional feature. For added realism add a weight 
as shown in Figure: 24 Real gallows sometimes 
used a similar setup to insure that the trap door 
didn’t swing back and bump the person being 
hung. If gallows were used today, this feature 
would, no doubt, be an OSHA requirement! 
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FIGURE 26 
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FIGURE 27 
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Noose Preparation 


ULE [allstaie 


To match the scale of your gallows the noose 
should be prepared from heavy cord about 3/32” 
to 1/8” in diameter. Start with at lease 4 feet. 

Study the drawings above and form your cord 
the same way. Note that the loops are wrapped 
from the noose loop upward until 13 loops are 
formed. ‘The remaining end is secured by passing 
it through the lock-loop that projects from the 
13th loop. Note: some practice may be required 


30 


in order to allow enough slack to form the lock- 
loop and also wrap the 13 loops. 

The end is now secured by pulling the lock- 
loop down into the 13th loop. This is done by 
pulling the noose loop as shown above. 

The noose is now ready to install on your 
gallows. This can be simply done by wrapping 
it around the main beam about 4 times and then 
tying off on one of the guard rails. 


JUSTICE THE OLD AMERICAN WAY 
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JUSTICE THE OLD MEXICO WAY 
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The End 


